Implausible incarceration data need to be addressed  by Gutbrod, Hans & Erlich, Aaron
Correspondence
www.thelancet.com/lancetgh   Vol 1   December 2013 e334
Implausible 
incarceration data need 
to be addressed
The recent study by Rachel Jewkes and 
colleagues in The Lancet Global Health—
“Prevalence of and factors associated 
with non-partner rape perpetration: 
ﬁndings from the UN Multi-country 
Cross-sectional Study on Men and 
Violence in Asia and the Paciﬁc”1—does 
an impressive job of disentangling 
complex and important issues. In 
addition to providing data, the study 
advances research with a range of 
techniques to capture and analyse 
information about the perpetration of 
rape. However, on closer examination 
we were struck by results that we 
found implausible in ways that need 
comprehensive clariﬁ cation.
Table 2 of the study (page e211) 
shows an unusually high number 
of perpetrators stating that they 
had been incarcerated in prison. 
The investigators acknowledge that 
the “data suggest surprisingly high 
conviction rates compared with those 
in other countries”, but could have 
done more to explain this puzzle. 
Although the CIs for the estimates 
of the number who went to prison 
are large, we believe it to be highly 
improbable that they contain the true 
population estimate. For example, 
of the Chinese respondents in the 
study, 22·7% (95% CI 20·2–25·1) 
state they have committed partner 
or non-partner rape. Of those, 15·6% 
(12·0–20·0) say they have been sent 
to prison. If these numbers are truly 
representative, roughly 35 out of 
1000 Chinese men should have been 
incarcerated for rape at some point 
in their lives—a number that does not 
match other available data. 
According to the most recent 
population data (from 2010),2 a 
minimum of 7·1 million Chinese men 
(2·4% of 293 million men between 
18 and 49 years of age) should have 
spent time in prison for rape, which 
is a conservative estimate that uses 
the lowest numbers of the CIs for 
both perpetration and incarceration. 
These 7·1 million incarcerations do not 
square with the reported 40 000 rape 
cases every year, according to recent 
research.3 At this annual rate, China 
would need more than 177 years to 
convict the number of incarcerated 
perpetrators suggested by the 
survey. Note that these estimates are 
extremely conservative in each case, 
since they are taken from the lowest 
end of the CI. 
If we use the actual percentages 
reported in Jewkes and colleagues’ 
article and the number of rape cases 
solved in China according to a recent 
article in the New York Times,4 we 
arrive at 10·5 million men incarcerated 
for rape, and about 350 years of 
convictions needed for the survey data 
to be plausible. Similar discrepancies 
exist for Cambodia (about 500 cases 
of rape, attempted rape, and sexual 
harassment reported in 2009),5 where, 
for the survey data to be plausible, 
more than 180 000 men should 
have gone to prison, again requiring 
more than 350 years to convict 
these perpetrators at 2009 rates. 
In Bangladesh, the data seem more 
plausible but still high. UN figures6 
suggest that about 12 000 police 
reports of rape occurred in 2005 (we 
did not find newer data), when the 
survey data suggest that 200 000 men 
should have gone to prison for rape, 
if the punishment reported in the 
survey really happened. Although 
within a more plausible range, the 
data could still be a stretch, since not 
all police reports of rape are likely to 
have led to a conviction, and at least 
some perpetrators should be presently 
incarcerated and thus are not part of 
the sample.
The reason why this discrepancy 
matters is that corroborating 
data seem to be off by an order 
of magnitude. From our survey 
experience, there are three likely causes 
for large discrepancies of this type—in 
sampling, fieldwork administration, 
and questionnaire design.
First, sampling could have captured a 
disproportionate number of previously 
incarcerated perpetrators. As the 
authors note, the surveys might not be 
nationally representative because they 
focused on particular districts. However, 
this fact would not explain the order of 
magnitude in the distortion, especially 
for Cambodia, China, Indonesia, and 
Papua New Guinea. Moreover, for 
the survey in Bougainville in Papua 
New Guinea—a region with a violent 
history—the suggested rates of 
incarceration (316 men out of 1000—
ie, nearly a third of all men in the age 
group) are also extraordinarily high. 
In a context of ongoing conﬂ ict, weak 
institutions, and displacement of up 
to a third of the population,7 such a 
high percentage of men claiming to be 
incarcerated for rape cannot be due to a 
sampling bias. Thus, although sampling 
might be a concern, alternative 
explanations are necessary.
A second possible bias could have 
resulted from ﬁ eldwork administration 
by comparatively inexperienced 
interviewers administering a sensitive 
questionnaire to respondents who do 
not participate regularly in surveys. In 
our experience, formal procurement 
rules can sometimes direct the award 
to the least expensive bidder who just 
about looks technically competent, 
rather than the most qualified. This 
situation could have had a signiﬁ cant 
eﬀ ect. One easy test would be to do a 
comparison for interviewer behaviour 
on the basis of their unique identifying 
number, to see whether their results 
show a plausible distribution, to what 
extent there were logical errors or 
errors with skip patterns, and whether 
concerns about particular interviewers 
were monitored, addressed, and 
documented. The dataset, especially 
in its precleaned form, should be 
instructive in this regard. 
The third plausible explanation 
focuses on questionnaire design and 
translation, and how well particular 
questions were understood by 
respondents. Overall, this theory 
seems to be the most powerful 
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that funding has been allocated. 
Suﬃ  cient funding gives no certainty 
that surveys will succeed, but 
insuﬃ  cient resources are a guarantee 
that they will fall short. 
To reiterate, we are writing from 
the point of sympathising with the 
survey effort and its concerns, with 
an appreciation for the challenges of 
administering a cross-national survey, 
and with the hope of contributing 
to the further development of the 
approach. Ambiguous translation 
could, for example, have understated 
other concerns, as much as it might 
have inﬂ ated claims of incarceration. 
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explanation for the large divergence. 
Respondents might have understood 
the question about incarceration in 
several different ways. They might 
well have understood this question 
as asking whether prison would be a 
possible or even deserved punishment 
for rape. Translation issues could also 
explain that ﬁ ndings in Sri Lanka seem 
to be broadly plausible; the translation 
might have captured intent better 
in this country. Separate back-
translations should be used as another 
test for this concern. 
All this said, the potentially troubling 
consequence of these explanations is 
that the broader research community 
must wonder whether this discrepancy 
is isolated. If, for example, the 
implausibly high incarceration claims 
are the result of an ambiguous 
translation that renders a question 
as a scenario rather than a report of 
personal experience, other findings, 
including the inferential ones, might 
also be sensitive to the measurement 
error caused by translation issues. This 
situation would cast doubt on other 
results of the survey.
Thus, it would seem to be 
worthwhile to undertake a thorough 
assessment to establish the source 
of these unlikely results, ideally with 
the help of external reviewers, to 
establish that there is no spillover onto 
the plausibility of other results in this 
study. To make the questionnaires and 
dataset available would be a step in 
that direction. This clariﬁ cation is all 
the more important since the ﬁ ndings 
have signiﬁ cant policy relevance, have 
received much public uptake, and will 
become the benchmark for research 
into sexual violence in the region and 
beyond.
One general recommendation for 
The Lancet Global Health would be to 
publish ballpark budget breakdowns 
for survey efforts, since these data 
would make apparent whether 
sufficient funding has been made 
available to a study, and how exactly 
